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And all the news just repeats itself 

Like some forgotten dream, that we’ve both seen 
                …….John Prine 

  
This is the 90th time I’ve written this newsletter since the pandemic hit our area in 
March. Over the course of these 90 times, we’ve seen what most of us have 
never seen before in our lifetimes. So much need. So much pain. And even 
though most of us here have been relatively spared, you see the news every day 
across the country and around the world. And now the winter is here. So what 
can we do to care for and protect our friends and families? Our patients and 
communities? That’s why we do this work. 
  
It’s hard to balance what we all need to do to be safe with our desire to feel safe. Most of us are 
experiencing some kind of “COVID fatigue;” too much worry leading us to tune out warnings and 
perhaps stop taking proven steps to keep safe. How to find the right balance? Knowing what to do and 
then doing that to the best of our abilities, may be the key to being and feeling as safe as possible. 
  
The holidays are usually (mostly) a time for closeness, fun, fulfillment, togetherness. Because of the 
pandemic, it’s different this year. So especially now, with the holidays approaching, here’s what you can 
do: 
  
Make a plan for what you will do about holiday events with friends and family. Having a plan and a 
strategy, and talking about it with your family and friends, will help everyone feel as comfortable as 
possible. 
  
The best advice for being safe is to think about a great celebration next Thanksgiving. This year, the 
greatest sign of love and respect might be NOT seeing people outside your household and celebrating in 
person. I know this seems harsh. I wish it were not so. If you can, don’t travel and don’t gather with folks 
outside your household this holiday season. Talk with family and friends about alternative ways of 
connecting via phone or video over the next few weeks. Send small gifts, photos, share recipes, watch 
sports together virtually, “Share” a meal, prepared in each household, over zoom or another video 
platform. It won’t be “the same.” But this is not the usual holiday season. Celebrate together, 
separately. 
  



And even if you are home with members of your immediate household, consider wearing masks at 
home if someone has been out with others and may have been in touch with someone who has not 
been taking as good care as you have. 
  
If you feel that you must travel and/or gather with others, talk with your people about the need to stay 
safe for each other. Hold gatherings, as small as possible, outdoors if weather permits. If you must be 
indoors, make sure your spaces have good ventilation with outside air: open windows, doors, etc. It 
might cost more in heating but it could be a lot less in medical expense and suffering. 
  
In all cases, keep at least 6 feet apart (socially distanced while emotionally close) wear a mask or face 
covering, wash your hands frequently, don’t touch your face, and for this year, don’t hug. That’s hard, 
but safe. And think about next Thanksgiving and safeguarding that holiday. 
  
Around the Nation and the State 
  
While the pandemic in the first wave was focused in urban areas, almost every section of the country, 
urban AND rural, is seeing a rise in cases followed by a rise in hospitalizations and then the inevitable 
increase in deaths. This is the reality now and it should serve as a call to action for all of us. Do what we 
can even when it appears that we are safe in our area. 
  
Here’s an encouraging sign about what we can do to cut cases. Counties in Kansas with mask 
requirements have seen about half as many new infections as counties without mask mandates. Masks 
work, everyplace. 
  
In Massachusetts, 121 communities are now said to be at high risk for COVID-19 including several in our 
part of the state. Here’s the latest town by town map: 
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/community-level-covid-19-data-reporting 
  
Here are the numbers. As of yesterday, there were 150,498 cases reported in Massachusetts. The 
positivity rate was up to 1.8% (still good, but rising). VMG tested 208 patients with zero positive 
results.  Locally here are the numbers of cases by county: Franklin: 472; Hampshire: 1,472; Hampden: 
9,901; Berkshire: 780. The state of Connecticut is now requiring Massachusetts visitors to 
quarantine.  Governor Baker is promoting having a healthy Thanksgiving with limited group gatherings.  
  
Earlier this week, Holyoke Medical Center reported a cluster of 15 staff with COVID-19 with the infection 
probably spread when they ate lunch together (masks off) but not socially distant. The hospital called 
this an example of COVID fatigue (getting lax, not thinking through necessary precautions). The lesson is 
to stay deliberately vigilant. It is tiring but necessary. 
  
At VMG 
  
Flu clinics are going well with hundreds of patients vaccinated (vaccines don’t save lives; vaccination 
saves lives). By using the software from Carebot, 2600 flu vaccine appointments were scheduled 
(without increasing volume on our phones). We’ve also been able to document 2200 flu vaccines 
received outside of VMG (e.g. supermarkets, pharmacies, etc.). We have now contacted all patients at 
least once about getting vaccinated. 
  
Lab has moved indoors for the winter at AMC and EHC.  NHC and GHC will move indoors by next week. 

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/community-level-covid-19-data-reporting


  
COVID testing is continuing. As cases increase in Massachusetts and we all do more tests, we may begin 
to see turnaround times increasing. Be on the lookout for some advice about the messages we give to 
patients about turnaround time for tests so the know what to expect. 
  
Let’s cross the ocean for some inspiration and be connected with the world as we cope: 
  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1VJQObcs90 
  

That’s all for now. Thank you once again for all you do, 
 
Please stay safe and well and please continue to do what works: 
  

•         Please wash your hands (often), 

•         Don’t’ touch your face, 

•         Maintain social/physical distancing (it works), and avoid large gatherings and 
crowds 

•         Definitely wear a mask (it is not a political statement; it’s a public health good), 

(and for those patients and others who wear their masks without covering their 
mouth and nose, help them understand that both are necessary) 

•         Don’t come to work if you feel sick, 

•         Continue to be in touch with and take care of each other, and help to educate 
everyone. 

  
Have a great weekend. 
  
  
Joel 
Be patient; be mindful 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1VJQObcs90

